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Current context

The rise in sales of organic food and fair trade products clearly demonstrates
  
 that a significant segment of consumers in industrialised countries have ethical and environmental values and are willing to express these values through their consumer power. This group of consumers are demonstrating concerns for a range of issues, amongst which are the effects of food production on the environment, animal welfare, inequities in trade agreements and the pay and conditions of workers supplying goods from developing countries. With a buying public behind it, the organic and fair trade movements have not only achieved ethical and environmental pedigree but they have also gained all important economic credence, which has made the business world take notice.

Issue and proposition

The ethical and environmental concerns of this group of consumers does not stop at food, but their ability to demonstrate these values in other consumer product areas is not straightforward. In other sectors, the transparency or clear benchmarking does not exists to the same degree, leaving consumers to face complex decisions and ultimately unable to express their values. This is an issue not only for consumers but also for manufacturers and retailers. 

In this paper, we will focus in particular on the consumer white goods sector. Trough a practice based pilot project att Central Saint Martins, we will test to what degree design interventions in this sector can communicate sustainable values and create desirable products that meet the aspirations of consumers with ethical and environmental concerns.

The study will begin by surveying the tools available for communicating sustainable values to consumers: labelling, brand, packaging, advertising, and product architecture. It will draw parallels with other consumer product sectors and look at case studies of best practice. 

The main content of the paper will be to test the hypothesis that it is to possible to communicate and embody sustainable values through design interventions and in so doing to create desirable products. This will necessitate the creation of new product architecture based on a creative re-examination of the context of use, notions of desirability, durability and adaptability and finally, a visual language that communicates sustainability.

The hypothesis will be tested through a practice based collaborative pilot design project. The pilot project will explore the development of desirable sustainable white goods that integrate and utilise renewable, recyclable, and re-usable materials/components. These qualities will form the basis of the functional and aesthetic direction. The project will explore new approaches to product architecture in relation to the total lifecycle of the product. The objective of the study is to demonstrate how new values can be communicated through the creative exploration of a sustainable agenda within a mature business sector by developing ‘super green products’ that connect with niche market consumers globally.
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